"orthodox" religion of the israelites who produced the final form of the hebrew Bible? discussions of this inquiry usually converge on passages that deal with israel's divine council. the the predicator is singular and not plural suggests that there may be more to the phenomenon than a writer's occasional whim to violate written convention. ) to you when you fled from your brother esau."
Analysis and commentary
2 So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, "Put away the foreign gods that are among you and purify yourselves and change your garments.
3 then let us arise and go up to Bethel, so that i may make there an altar to the God ( ‫ל‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ) who answered ( ‫ה‬ ‫ע‬ ‫נ‬ ‫ה‬ ) me in the day of my distress and has been with me wherever i have gone." (eSV) Note the twofold use of the unambiguous singular ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ with the corresponding singular participles (niphʿal, qal). in Gen 35.7, however, the text shows a change in this pattern of grammatical agreement: 6 And Jacob came to Luz (that is, Bethel), which is in the land of canaan, he and all the people who were with him, 7 ("then the cities of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem will go and cry to the gods to whom they make offerings, but they cannot save them in the time of their trouble" eSV). i would also include Ps 86.8, where the article is present with prefixed preposition:
("there is none like you among the gods, O Lord, nor are there any works like yours" eSV). First Samuel 4.8 is excluded since the words are placed in the mouth of a Gentile.
8 the ambiguity is caused by ‫ע‬ ‫ל‬ ‫י‬ ‫ו‬ in Gen 28.13. 9 in Gen 48.3-4 we read: "And Jacob said to Joseph, 'God Almighty ( ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ש‬ ‫ד‬ ‫י‬ ) appeared ( ‫נ‬ ‫ר‬ ‫א‬ ‫ה‬ ) to me at Luz in the land of canaan and blessed me, and said to me, "Behold, i will make you fruitful and multiply you, and i will make of you a company of peoples and will give this land to your offspring after you for an everlasting possession." ' " While this statement does refer back to Jacob's dream in Gen 28 (the blessing formula is there), this linguistic touchpoint does not overcome the discrepancy created by ch. 35's chronological identification. We also are not required to identify the antecedent of Gen 35.1-7 as Gen 28 on the grounds that it was only in Gen 28 that Jacob built an altar to honor the deity he encountered. Gen 35.1-7 does not have Jacob referencing an incident when he built an altar. Rather, God commands him to build an altar when he returns to the location (35.1), Jacob states that this is his intention (35.3), and then Jacob follows through with that intention (35.7). the text here does not refer to an altar built in the past, which would require Gen 28 as the backdrop. council motif.
10 in other words, Jacob considered this place to be where God lived and held council.
the more familiar episode of Gen 32 (vv. 22-32) has Jacob wrestling with "a man" (Gen 32.24). the match culminates in Jacob's name change and injury, along with the statement in Gen 32.30, "So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel, saying, 'For I have seen God ( ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ ) face to face, and yet my life has been delivered' " (eSV). that the biblical writers considered this "man" to be the should be translated as a singular ("God") despite the plural verb form. however, the suffix alone is not entirely persuasive enough to rule out a plural translation, since singular suffixes can refer to plural antecedents.
15 toward the end of the verse the singular finite verb form ‫פ‬ ‫ד‬ ‫י‬ ‫ת‬ provides sound evidence for ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ as semantically singular, and the wider context of the exodus from egypt (cf. exod 3.6 above) would seem to make that conclusion irresistible. however, it is at precisely this wider contextual point that our attention is turned to possible plurality. 
Exodus 22.6-8 (English 22.7-9)
6 When a man gives money or goods to another for safekeeping, and they are stolen from the man's house-if the thief is caught, he shall pay double; 7 if the thief is not caught, the owner of the house shall depose ( ‫נ‬ ‫ק‬ ‫ר‬ ‫ב‬ "come near") before God ( ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ ) that he has not laid hands on the other's property. 8 In all charges of misappropriation-pertaining to an ox, an ass, a sheep, a garment, or any other loss, whereof one party alleges, "This is it"-the case of both parties shall come before God 16 Behind the assumption that ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ in exod 22.8 is to be understood as semantically plural with human beings as the referent is the story of the judges appointed by Moses at the suggestion of his father-in-law, Jethro. this account is found in exod 18.13-24: 13 Next day, Moses sat as magistrate among the people, while the people stood about Moses from morning until evening.
14 But when Moses' father-in-law saw how much he had to do for the people, he said, "What is this thing that you are doing to the people? Why do you act alone, while all the people stand about you from morning until evening?"
15 Moses replied to his father-in-law, "it is because the people come to me to inquire of God (  ‫א‬  ‫ל‬  ‫ה‬  ‫י‬  ‫ם‬ ). 16 When they have a dispute, it comes before me, and i decide between one person and another, and i make known the laws and teachings of God."
17 But Moses' father-in-law said to him, "the thing you are doing is not right; 18 you will surely wear yourself out, and these people as well. For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. 19 20 and enjoin upon them the laws and the teachings, and make known to them the way they are to go and the practices they are to follow. 21 You shall also seek out from among all the people capable men who fear God, trustworthy men who spurn ill-gotten gain. Set these over them as chiefs of thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens, and 22 let them judge the people at all times. have them bring every major dispute to you, but let them decide every minor dispute themselves. Make it easier for yourself by letting them share the burden with you.
23 if you do this-and God so commands you-you will be able to bear up; and all these people too will go home unwearied." 24 Moses heeded his father-in-law and did just as he had said. in this psalm are clearly in heaven, not on earth, which undermines the objection that one cannot have a council of divine beings in Ps 82. importing exod 22.8-9 into Ps 89 would force one to argue that israel's judges were put in authority over the nations of the earth, a situation exactly opposite the biblical idea that the foreign nations were given over to other divine beings ( with plural predicator in exod 22.8 is to be understood as referring to a group of human judges.
While nothing in exod 18.13-24 suggests divine plurality so as to shed light on exod 22.8, there is one other passage that speaks of ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ in a context similar to that of exod 22.8. exodus 21.2-6 must be brought into the discussion:
2 When you buy a hebrew slave, he shall serve six years, and in the seventh he shall go out free, for nothing.
3 if he comes in single, he shall go out single; if he comes in married, then his wife shall go out with him. 4 if his master gives him a wife and she bears him sons or daughters, the wife and her children shall be her master's, and he shall go out alone. 5 But if the slave plainly says, "i love my master, my wife, and my children; i will not go out free," 6 then his master shall bring him to God ( ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ ), 17 and he shall bring him to the door or the doorpost. And his master shall bore his ear through with an awl, and he shall be his slave forever. the argument is put forth by some that the master is commanded to bring the slave before the elder-judges of israel before piercing his ear, and that these judges are called ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬
. this position appears coherent, but there are obstacles to its lucidity.
First, ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ could be semantically singular, referring to the God of israel. the promise about the status of the slave is being made in truth before God. Second, if the form is indeed best understood as plural, there is evidence that the scribes did not interpret the plurality as referring to human beings. Later redactors apparently saw ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ as semantically plural since the parallel to it found in deut 15.17 removes the word ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ from the instruction. this omission is inexplicable if the term was taken as singular, referring to YHWH. Why would the God of israel need to be removed from this text? Moreover, if ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ had been construed as plural and referring to israel's judges, the deletion is just as puzzling. What harm would there be if the point of the passage was that israel's judges needed to approve the status of the slave? the excision on the part of the deuteronomist is quite understandable, though, if ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ was intended as a semantically plural word that referred to gods. More than seventy years ago, cyrus Gordon pointed out that the omission in deuteronomy appears to have been theologically motivated.
18 Gordon argued that ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ in exod 21.6 referred to "household gods" like the teraphim. Bringing a slave into one's home in patriarchal culture required the consent and approval of one's ancestors. Under deuteronomistic redaction this phrase was 17 the NJPS translation adds a note here: "to the judges." 18 cyrus h. 19 Fensham, citing the work of A. Goetze, discerned that these two passages had very close parallels in the Laws of eshnunna. the latter legal code places the swearing of the oath at the gate of a temple, and so the oath would be made before a deity. this would suggest that ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ / ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ in the two exodus texts should be understood as the singular God of israel. this conclusion is bolstered by the observation of durham that the terminology used in the exodus passages for "drawing near" to ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ / ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ frequently denotes drawing near to the divine presence, the place of theophany. 20 current database technology supports durham. A search for the lemma ‫ק‬ ‫ר‬ ‫ב‬ utilized in any form of predication with a divine being as the target of the lemma's motion yields twenty-three such instances, nineteen of which are in Leviticus and Numbers. 21 As a result, the interpreter is on firm footing regarding ‫ה‬ ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ / ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ as semantically singular, referring specifically to the God of israel. But while this information closes one door, it opens another.
Although the semantic singular interpretation is a sound choice for translators, the fact that the "drawing near" ( ‫ק‬ ‫ר‬ ‫ב‬ ) language of exod 22.8 is associated with theophany means that a semantically plural ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ could be in view by virtue of the plural predication. it is well known to scholars of israelite religion that there are dramatically close parallels between the israelite tent of Meeting and the tabernacle and the tent of el and his divine council at Ugarit. 22 the tent of el at Ugarit was the place where decrees were handed down from the council, and the New testament contains at least one line of tradition that had the heavenly host (angels) dispensing the Law at Sinai (Acts 7.53; Gal 3.19; heb 2.2).
23 if the servant of exod 22.8 was indeed taken to the tent of Meeting or the tabernacle to stand before ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ , it may be that the belief of those who witnessed the event was that YHWH and his council would render some sign of approval or disapproval. durham speculates that the decision was determined through the use of the Urim and thummim, but the text does not actually describe the procedure. 24 For this reason, a semantically plural referent must be considered possible, but evidence is lacking for a reasonable degree of certainty. in addressing these questions, it should be noted that the call of Abram by a lone deity in Gen 12.1 does not rule out divine plurality. in divine council type scenes that involve a prophetic call, one does find divine plurality despite the call being issued by YHWH.
26 the most transparent example is exod 3, the burning bush incident, where both the angel and YHWH are in the bush. the plural in Gen 20.13 could conceivably suggest a similar situation. consequently, the divine council type scene option can be a coherent choice for dealing with the plural predication, but the text does not provide enough detail to draw that conclusion. As a result, ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ in Gen 20.13 might also be singular despite the plural verb form.
either of the above options is consistent with other depictions of Abraham as a worshipper of YHWH. however, the wider context of the Abram/Abraham narrative serves to complicate matters. Backing up at bit from Gen 12.1 to Gen 11.31, we read that terah had taken Abram, Sarai, and the rest of his family out of Ur prior to the divine call in 12.1. terah, Abram, and the rest get as far as haran, where they stop and settle. terah is considered a polytheist by most scholars on the basis of Josh 24.2: And Joshua said to all the people, "thus says the lord , the God of israel, 'Long ago, your fathers lived beyond the euphrates, terah, the father of Abraham and of Nahor; and they served ( ‫י‬ ‫ע‬ ‫ב‬ ‫ד‬ ‫ו‬ ) other gods.' " the plural verb (  ‫י‬  ‫ע‬  ‫ב‬  ‫ד‬  ‫ו‬ ) and the plural noun "your fathers" are of interest. Joshua is speaking to the israelites in this declaration. it would be convenient to argue that only terah and Nahor worshipped other gods, excluding Abram from that description, but the text does not make this careful distinction. the most straightforward reading is that Abram is to be included in the plural verb form as one who worshipped other gods at the time of his initial call.
At this juncture it is appropriate to introduce Gen 31.53, another instance of plural predicator with ‫א‬ ‫ל‬ ‫ה‬ ‫י‬ ‫ם‬ as subject, since it also references Abram, Nahor, and terah. 51 then Laban said to Jacob, "See this heap and the pillar, which i have set between you and me.
52 this heap is a witness, and the pillar is a witness, that i will not pass over this heap to you, and you will not pass over this heap and this pillar to me, to do harm. 53 is to be read as a plural. the gist of the text would then be that the gods of each figure are invoked as witnesses. the plural predication would be expected. that the gods of Abraham are invoked could be reconciled with the understanding of Gen 20.13, that Abraham, like prophetic figures before and after his time, had a theophanic encounter with the divine council at his call.
The passing mention of the "Fear of Isaac" in the last line of Gen 31.53 may provide a basis for ranking the possibilities in order of likelihood. Some scholars consider the "Fear of Isaac" to be a deity distinct from YHWH, but most would take the phrase as an epithet for the God of Jacob.
27 in Gen 31.42, a verse that also refers to the Fear of Isaac, the verbs associated with the deity are singular. in any event, Gen 31.53 has Jacob swearing by only one deity, the Fear of Isaac, and so
